JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide range of content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and facilitate new forms of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org. I remember distinctly being very upset hearing for the first time that Jews were made into soap by the Nazis. Confronting my father on this matter, he confirmed what I had taken to be hyperbole of his cousin's rather flamboyant style. I detected that my father was also upset about the parking ticket incident, though for different reasons than I was. In part, he was jealous that his cousin could cash in so profitably on this "Auschwitz bonus," which was non-existent in Austria. My father was also worried that in the not too distant future this "Auschwitz bonus" would be depleted in the Federal Republic as well, especially once police officers such as the one who rightfully penalized his cousin began to be drawn from a generation which was born after 1945. My father's cousin made his living in Frankfurt as a real-estate lawyer. At first, he dealt mainly with rentals. Later he became involved in developing, reconstructing and "rehabing" various properties increasingly on behalf of the city of Frankfurt. He was especially proud of the fact that he attained financial success without having to resort to the "dirty Frankfurt," the despised Bahnhofsviertel, one of the Federal Repub-
6 Garbage, the City and Death lic's most notorious red-light districts, where a number of establishments were owned by Jews -Polish Jews as my father's cousin was always quick to point out, trying to distance himself and his Hungarian Jewish compatriots from their own version of Ostjuden.
After his death in the early 1970s, his son took over the business. My second cousin, just like his father, has continued to lead a completely apolitical life in the Frankfurt neighborhood where he rents a small office and an even smaller apartment. His distancing from any political controversy and entirely privatized existence extended to all issues related to Jews as well. Be it the annual neo-Nazi demonstrations on June 17, the Deutschlandtag, many of which occurred in Frankfurt barely two blocks away from his apartment; the Majdanek trial in Diisseldorf; the frequent SS reunions; the proposed sale of Leopard tanks to Saudi Arabia; Ernst Jiinger's receipt of the Goethe Prize, Frankfurt's most prestigious award for civilians; or the shameful episode surrounding the Bitburg visit; none of these could induce my cousin to shed his strictly-guarded privacy in Frankfurt and take a public stand on behalf of causes which have long concerned him. This is understandable, however, since an individual is unlikely to get involved in a place which he never considered home and always perceived as a way station.
But the Fassbinder controversy suddenly changed all this. Although he did not participate in the occupation of the Schauspielhaus stage on the night of October 31, 1985, my cousin demonstrated in front of the theater on behalf of the stage occupants and demanded the permanent banning of Garbage, the City and Death. Clearly, this incident must have touched something very deep in my cousin for him to abandon the comfort of his well-heated Mercedes and walk up and down on a cold Frankfurt sidewalk with a placard around his neck. Was it because he, like Fassbinder's "Rich Jew," was a real estate developer making deals with the city? Was it because he, too, was rich and a Jew? Or was it perhaps that for the first time the controversy surrounding the Fassbinder play conveyed to him -albeit in a rather paradoxical way -that Frankfurt was indeed his home?
The city of Frankfurt, like the Federal Republic as a whole, experienced a major economic boom in the early 1970s. Led by the SPD, which Ulrich Greiner described as fortschrittswiitig (obsessed with progress), the city's construction industry benefitted immensely from the grand design which was to transform Frankfurt into a "Main-hattan," a representation of the marriage between reform-minded social democracy and modern, export-oriented capital. Frankfurt became a living example of Modell Deutschland at its best. Although ranking as one of Social Democracy's "successes," Frankfurt also highlighted some of its contradictions. Specifically, the city had concomitantly become one of Europe's most important centers of a radicalized and bohemian counterculture, part of which undoubtedly owed its existence to the SPD's "reform euphoria In Fassbinder's dramatization of Zwerenz's work, Mauerstamm becomes the "Rich Jew." This figure becomes the link between a corrupt, hypocritical and ruthless establishment representing Frankfurt's modernizers on the one hand, and a milieu of social outcasts consisting of prostitutes, pimps, transvestites and sado-masochists on the other. Zwerenz objected to Fassbinder's creation of the "Rich Jew," whereupon Fassbinder promised to rewrite the role calling the new character "Rich PoorJew" thereby trying to convey that after Auschwitz even the richestJew remained poor as well. anti-play and -at first glance -pro-Jewish position, since it did not fit with the paper's editorical posture, especially following its reprehensible commentaries during the Bitburg incident. As to the reasons given by both sides, the pro-play forces first and foremost anchored their argument in the sanctity of the right to free speech and unimpeded artistic expression. "Wehret den Anfdingen!" ["Beware of the beginnings!"] they warned, reminding their opponents that Auschwitz, too, started with book burnings, suppression of thought, censorship of the arts and a general curtailment of personal freedoms.
Moreover, the pro-play advocates believed that it was better to deal with Germany's still considerable anti-Semitism as openly as possible rather than to keep it hidden under a fake veneer of civility. Some voices on this coalition's left-wing submitted a particularly disturbing and ahistorical defense of the play by arguing that the Jews were like everybody else and thus should not be spared criticisms, or even denunciations, to which nobody else in West German society was immune. The fact that many leftists, who heretofore, would have sided with the Jews against the Right under similar circumstances, were invoking the universalistic language of liberalism, testifies to the rapid disappearance of theJews' "Auschwitz bonus" in the Federal Republic. Another common argument in defense of the play's performance was the view that Fassbinder's "RichJew" was the only humane and decent character in the play, and that he would inevitably win the sympathies of any thinking audience. The final -and to my mind, most convincing -argument of the play's supporters was their condemnation of the political orientation and motivations of certain core elements within the anti-play forces, among whom they correctly detected some of the most conservative figures in West German public life. It was precisely these forces which, in past debates of importance to the Jews -expiration of the statute of limitations for Nazi war crimes and Bitburg being just two examples -always lined up againstJewish interests on the side of German "victimization."
The anti-play forces anchored their arguments first and foremost in what they perceived as the blatant anti-Semitism of the play. Compounding this was the fact that in their eyes Garbage was just that, i.e., trash; Fassbinder had written a poor play which was being produced merely because its author had accumulated worldwide fame (or notoriety) and because, by producing it, those associated with the production would achieve a certain fame/notoriety of their own. Prominent in the arsenal of the anti-play forces was a different interpretation of "Wehret den Anfiingen." According to this coalition, the play would add to an already alarming revival of open anti-Semitism in the Federal Republic. By contributing to making anti-Semitism once again salonfdhig in the successor state to the Third Reich, the play would inevitably bear incalculable consequences. Letting it all hang out, so to speak, may have some psychological justification and may indeed be morally correct in abstract situations, but barely four decades after the fall of the Nazis, certain restraints are not only politically prudent, but also ethically imperative.
It is SEYLA BENHABIB: Let me begin by echoing the point that Andy made at the very beginning. I too have been rather ambivalent about the play. I first read it two years ago in the context of a discussion in a Jewish left group in Frankfurt, which at the time was preparing to protest the intention of Schwab, director of the Old Opera, to put the play on stage. And my impression at the time was, indeed, Garbage, the City and Death is a piece of trash: it is avant-gardist art,, psychoanalysis for beginners, and it parades prejudices without working them out or resolving them. And I had a gut feeling of repugnance at most characters of the play.
Since then something has changed in me, in my reaction to the play, and when I reread it several days ago in preparation for this talk, I noticed dimensions in it which I had missed before. I have come to the conclusion that the play is not about anti-Semitism. It is about something else in which anti-Semitism plays a role. Now I don't quite know how to account for the transformation in my attitude, but what I feel has happened is partly a kind of purging effect. The worst arguments have been already voiced in the German public sphere, and I feel less offended and upset by the play because I have in my own mind -and via the public discussion -gone through the various interpretations, and the play feels less threatening to me than it did two years ago.
It seems to me that Fassbinder's play has become a metaphor. In fact, the main theme I want to develop concerns what happens when allegory becomes metaphor. The play itself is an allegory, and in becoming a metaphor it involves some very complicated, symbolic dimensions. This is not a social realistic play about the housing battles in Frankfurt. Rather, the play has become a metaphor for how, 40 years after the end of the Second World War, Germans andJews understand the meaning of their past, how they remember it, and the images of self and other they're willing to live with.
The Garbage, the City and Death is an allegorical play. Some call it, in fact, a Christian morality play. The allegory concerns the metropolis, the big city that eats its children, a city which has become as uninhabitable as the moon. The play, as Dan Diner has correctly remarked, is not about what is taking place on stage -the performance -but what is taking place around the city and in the streets of the city. Therefore, it is no longer possible to dissociate Fassbinder's play from the context of meaning and interpretation into which it has fallen. This context is captured in short phrases like, "Forty years after," "normalization," "the willingness to forgive," and as Chancellor Helmut Kohl stated it, the wish of the grandchildren and the children to free themselves from the history of their parents and to emerge into the European community.
Fassbinder himself did not live to experience Bitburg, the award of the Goethe Prize to ErnstJiinger by the city of Frankfurt, nor the failure of the Bundestag to pass a law exclusively concerning the denial of the Jewish Holocaust. I doubt that Fassbinder would have been surprised. As the iconoclast and outcast of German post-war respectability, he would have probably found in these recent events a confirmation of his doubts and fears concerning what lay below the veneer of reconstruction and respectability in the Federal Repbulic. Yet, in the present context, Fassbinder's play has not been seen by its critics as the destroyer of the myth of normality, which it is. Instead, it is viewed as an extension of the logic of normalization. It is seen as anti-Semitism that disguises itself as anti-capitalism, as anti-Jewish resentment presented in psychoanalytic language for beginners, or in the words of Augstein, as anti-Semitism that dresses itself up as philo-Semitism.
Matters would be simple if one could clearly distinguish between the text of Fassbinder's play and the context of its reception and say that it is the context of its reception which is creating the charge of antiSemitism, not the text itself. However, in the case of a theatrical play, one is actually dealing with a three-fold reality. We have to be aware of the many layers of symbolic dimension. A play is a text, but one which is meant to be staged, and the staging itself is an interpretation. Then there is the reception of this interpretation, the understanding of this interpretation by the audience once the play is staged. The recent staging of Fassbinder's play, according to a large consensus -I have not seen it myself -bent over backwards in an attempt to remove from the play what appeared to be its most offensive feature, namely, the presence of a character named "der reicheJude," the RichJew. In the performance, this character was instead called Herr A or Mr. A. And although Mr. A, or the RichJew, is referred to in the play as fat and ugly, the particular staging gave him a suave, worldly, wise, and sensitive character, and indeed, he does appear as the most attractive character. This has led some theater critics to charge that this particular performance was trying so Despite this background, the play is, I believe, not about real-estate speculation, Jewish capital, or even anti-Semitic prejudice, although these are all themes in the play. It is about the metropolis, the big city. It is about those who live in its pits: prostitutes, pimps, homosexuals, transvestites, and the Rich Jew, who happens to be a customer of the prostitute, Roma B.
It's a play about despair, about angst. Each of the major characters in the play speaks of angst. The play examines the inhumanity of humans toward each other, and of the city toward them all. In his own way, Fassbinder has tried to write a symphony of the big city by letting those most down-trodden and desperate come to voice in it. And as one of the prostitutes in the play, Miss Violet, laments, the city becomes bigger day by day, the human in it becomes smaller and smaller.
The In one key scene, Roma B. finally understands that the Rich Jew is having an affair with her and trying to make her his mistress because he wants to get back at her father. She confronts her father, with whom she's also said to have an incestuous relationship, about this fact, and asks: What does the Rich Jew have against you? Herr Miiller replies that the Rich Jew thinks he was to blame for the death of his parents. Roma B. counters, "but times have changed," and her father says he no longer feels guilty for what he did. The times may have changed, he declares, but fascism will once again triumph.
Many critics have failed to comment on the rather heavy-handed significance of the fact that the Nazi is a transvestite, becoming something at night that he is not during the day. I think this is an allegory for the way in which Fassbinder sees West German society. He finds fascism lurking beneath the complacent exterior of technocratic capitalism.
As I mentioned, the chief of police is called MiUller II. Who is MUiller I? Fassbinder doesn't tell us, but it's obvious that it's Roma B.'s father.
Fassbinder's message seems to be that society is full of crypto-Nazis. This confusing array of characters meets one another, but does not really interact with each other. They speak, but they do not communicate.
The crucial scene between Roma B. and the Rich Jew is left fatally ambiguous. After the brutalization of Franz, her pimp and lover, Roma no longer wants to live. She asks the RichJew to kill her, to do her at least the last favor of ending her life. The RichJew, upon her request, kills her. The little prince, who works for the RichJew, comes upon the scene and says something which often gets omitted in the discussion. What was this Hiiuserkampf all about? In the late 1960s the city of Frankfurt, together with a business consortium, led by the large banks, developed a plan to transform Westend, a neighborhood that had once been bourgeois -even patrician -and which was then the home of many students, foreign workers, and members of the German lowermiddle class, from a residential to a commercial neighborhood. Real estate speculators were, to put it mildly, strongly encouraged by the city to participate in this process of transformation. Many residential buildings were bought, and if the tenants could not be evicted, were allowed to decay until they were uninhabitable at which point a demolition permit would be obtained in the hope of then building a new highrise. There was a disproportionately high number ofJews among the real estate speculators, and this fact was widely known among the population. This development converged with the fact that at the time the Left in Frankfurt was strongly influenced by the attempts oflotta continua and other left-wing groups in Italy to develop forms of agitation which would tie together workplace issues with those of working-class neighborhoods, or in the language of the times, to tie together the spheres of production and reproduction. There had been many left-wing factory groups in the Frankfurt area. Now, a highly politicized squatters movement began to occupy and renovate buildings which were empty. After several years and pitched battles with the police, most of the occupied houses were cleared and torn down. In most cases, the land was to remain unused for years. (Incidentally, Bubis just started building on his property last year.)
The whole experience left a very strong residue of anger and bitterness. In Frankfurt, however, that form of struggle took on a very different significance than it had in Italy. No real tie was created between workplace issues and issues of housing. Instead, the latter superseded the former with negative consequences that were not clearly understood at the time and which I'll try to talk about briefly towards the end. The general point I would like to make is that, in spite of this background, most people on the Left never really understood the sort of anti-Semitism the Nazis embodied, and the ways in which the Holocaust was different from other murderous actions of the Nazis. Instead, anti-Semitism was treated simply as a form ofprejucice, and was criticized from a universalistic point of view, an enlightment point of view, which saw the Holocaust as an extreme example of racial and political persecution. Not having really dealt with anti-Semitism, I don't think they could really recognize it and its dangers. This began to change, at least in Frankfurt, in the late 1970s and early 1980s in part as a reaction to the showing of the American Holocaust film on German television and the subsequent discussion surrounding that media event, in part as a reaction to the constitution in Frankfurt of the group of left-wing Jews, who began to address these issues more strongly and publicly, and partly due to changes in the political atmosphere. Those changes have not, however, been universal, not even among the Left, as one could see in Frankfurt this fall.
With regard to the conservatives, in my opinion, there has been a tendency to reduce National Socialism to anti-Semitism in such a way that the latter has been interpreted simply in terms of prejudice and persecution. The tendency has been to speak of Nazi domination as if it were something imposed on the German people. The frequent statements against Nazi anti-Semitism on public occasions have served as a very convenient way, in my opinion, to distance Germans from the Nazi past without looking at it too closely, or at any elements of continuity between that past and the present. The issue of anti-Semitism in Germany is of course inseparable from that of normalcy. As Andy mentioned, in the past few years the desire, expressed in different ways across a political spectrum, for a return to normalcy has become increasingly stronger. This desire is, in part, an expression of the changed constellation of power in the world. For the Social Democrats, for example, it has expressed itself in the increasing desire that West Germany act politically and economically in a fully sovereign fashion, vis-.-vis Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union. Under the Kohl Government, the desire that the postwar period finally be ended is expressed in a different manner, as a desire for reconciliation with the past. An example of this change is the new law passed by the Bundestag making it a criminal offense to deny or speak lightly of the Holocaustor of the expulsion of Germans from the East in 1944-45, a law, in other words, that equates the sufferings of the Germans with that of the Jews, and thereby seeks to wipe the historical ledger clean.
Another example is the decision by the Christian Democratic Mayor of Frankfurt to award the city's Goethe Prize to Ernst Jiinger, which would have been unthinkable ten years previously. Lastly, and most seriously of course, was Kohl's equation of the First and Second World Wars, expressed in his insistence that Reagan should hold his hand in a gesture of reconciliation at Bitburgjust as Mitterrand had done at Verdun. The equation of the two was meant to imply that with marginal exceptions, i.e., the Holocaust, the Second World War as fought by Nazi Germany was a war like any other. It implied that Germans had neither to confront and overcome their past nor continue hiding it. It meant that within limits, they now could affirm their own past. In setting the terms for reconciliation with the German past, the government adopted an attitude diametrically opposed to that expressed by Willy Brandt as he knelt before the memorial to the Warsaw Ghetto fifteen years ago, an attitude that sought reconciliation with the opponents and victims of the Nazi past on the basis of its repudiation. The visit to Bitburg also sought implicitly to relegate Brandt's gesture to the postwar era, that is, to a non-normal era.
It is illuminating to compare the reactions to Bitburg to those of the staging of Fassbinder's play. Of necessity, I am going to have to simplify. Kohl's form of reconciliation with the past at Bitburg was strongly supported by conservatives, weakly opposed by the Social Democrats, and strongly opposed in Parliament by the Greens, although neither they nor anyone else on the Left sought to organize large-scale protests against the Bitburg visit. As the protests in the U.S. and Israel grew louder and more insistent, a right-wing glossy magazine, Quick, published a long article on the power of the Jews in the U.S., and the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, the respectable conservative newspaper, in a barely disguised threat, wrote that the Jews should be careful not to overstrain relations, because the consequences could only be negative for the Jews and for Israel. The Social Democrats took a lukewarm position having ascertained through opinion polls that the ReaganKohl visit to Bitburg was fairly popular, and not wanting to damage their chances of victory in the provincial elections in North RhineWestphalia, which were held the following week and which the Social Democrats won.
Why were there so few protests on the part of the Left? I'm not certain. I think that many leftists are also eager to be free of the ballast of the past. In the sense they are also expressing a desire for a return to normalcy, if not in the same form as the conservatives. I believe that other factors played a role as well, such as the refusal to understand that such a spectacle as Bitburg could have deep political significance. Instead of protesting directly against Bitburg, for example, the executive committee of the Greens sought to mark the fortieth anniversary of the end of the war in Europe by traveling to Auschwitz, a gesture, incidentally, that went completely unnoticed by the media worldwide. When Fassbinder's play became an issue in Frankfurt this fall, the positions of the various political groupings seemed to have been changed. The conservatives and in particular the Frankfurter Allgemeine argued that the play is anti-Semitic and that the feelings of the Jews should be taken into account. The SPD, as far as I know, as well as many on the Left, particularly those grouped around the fundamentalist faction of the Greens, argued that the issue is one of censorship. In addition, many have maintained that the play is essentially about real estate speculation and the destruction of the city. The realist faction of the Greens has been less certain and has been more receptive to the arguments of the Jewish community, whose members occupied the stage to prevent the premiere from taking place, an act marking the first time, to the best of my knowledge, that the postwar Jewish community in Frankfurt has entered the political arena in such a direct and public fashion. The Jewish community said and did virtually nothing about Bitburg.
A few brief words about the play. I have not read it, but I saw the filmed version which was shown in Frankfurt in September 1984, after Schwab's unsuccessful attempt to stage the play. And I participated in the public discussion of the film that followed its screening.
The play, as far as I'm concerned, is a play about a destroyed society and anti-Semitism. Anyone who is familiar with Fassbinder's work knows the extent to which he, probably more than any other post-war German artist, wrestled with the problems of Germany's immediate past and the interpenetration of past and present, normality and abnormality, in German society and in himself. Fassbinder took a novel by Gerhard Zwerenz which dealt with the destruction of the Westend, and which, in my opinion, does have anti-Semitic overtones, and sought to transform the historical and literary material into a play about anti-Semitism. I don't think he completely succeeded. The play has traces of both: it's essentially about anti-Semitism, and it has antiSemitic moments. With its expressionist crudeness, the play was to be a mirror within which Frankfurt recognized itself. It reflected the antiSemitism that was strong among parts of the population in Frankfurt at the time of the Hiiuserkampf Instead of serving as a mirror, however, the play has been regarded by most as a window, and I consider this to be the real problem. It has been regarded by the overwhelming majority of those engaged in the controversy -with some significant exceptions -as being either about a richJew and a couple of other unsavory characters, or about real estate speculation.
The I've mentioned that the conservative notion of normalization includes a reconciliation with the past. Of course, that past cannot be fully and wholly embraced. One solution to this problem has been to isolate anti-Semitism, understood simply as anti-Jewish prejudice, as the unacceptable element of National Socialism. The periodic critique of anti-Semitism, which is hardly politically problematic in the abstract, allows for the continued normalization of Germany. Indeed, it is one of its conditions. When, however, Jewish concern extends beyond what is accorded as its carefully circumscribed bounds, when it extends into areas of political significance such as was the case with Bitburg, then the Jews are quickly reminded of their place.
Whatever one may think of Fassbinder's piece, it in no way represents a reconciliation with the past as the Bitburg visit sought to do. Indeed, Fassbinder is a perfect target for the Frankfurter Allgemeine, being vulgar, homosexual, and calling into question the moral foundations of the Republic. To accuse him of anti-Semitism allows the conservatives to emphasize their distance from National Socialism in a manner that costs them nothing. On the other hand, those on the Left who claim that the issue is only one of censorship, thereby implicitly
